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Abstract
Teachers, whether new or veteran, must adjust to ever-changing contexts that require them to balance 
their own ways of  teaching, the needs of  their current students, and the standards of  the school. The 
writer reflects on his efforts to accommodate these interests by experimenting with three different activi-
ties for English-language learning in the classroom and beyond: storytelling, extensive reading, and 
extensive listening. The article concludes with an evaluation of  these activities in relation to such concep-
tual frameworks for EFL as communicative language teaching (CLT), along with a critical assessment 
of  CLT itself.
One of  the most necessary―and most difficult―tasks of  any teacher is to 
find learning materials that are appropriate for specific groups of  students 
in particular learning contexts. In thirty-five years of  teaching English at 
schools and universities in the United States and Japan, the writer has faced 
this problem not simply at each new school but in virtually every new 
semester. He is probably not alone in wishing that he did not have to order 
textbooks until he had a sense of  who the students are and what they can 
do. Finding appropriate learning materials in specific teaching contexts, 
it would seem, requires a reconciliation of  three main interests: 1) the 
students’ character and needs; 2) the institution’s values and traditions; and 
3) the teacher’s own philosophy and style of  teaching. Achieving such a 
balance takes time, experience, and, if  possible, a measure of  wisdom.
The chief  purpose of  this article is to describe and evaluate three 
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activities with which the writer experimented during his first two years at 
Nanzan Junior College (Nantan). All of  these activities were designed to 
satisfy the academic needs and the personal interests of  students at a school 
where English language arts, particularly oral communication, are highly 
valued. Accordingly, this article examines three ways for students to use 
English in and beyond the classroom: storytelling, extensive reading, and 
extensive listening. The article concludes by evaluating these activities in 
the light of  current perspectives on EFL, which of  necessity includes some 
recent critiques of  the primacy of  communicative language teaching (CLT) 
itself.
Storytelling: Narrative Journeys in the Classroom and Beyond
Background and Research
Storytelling seems an obvious choice for oral communication classes; 
unfortunately, the obvious is not always obvious. The writer made a false 
start in his first year by asking a first-year advanced oral communication 
class of  thirty students to form small groups and find ways to “dramatically 
enact” great English lyrical poetry (e.g., short poems by Blake, Burns, 
Wordsworth, and others) that the writer, as teacher, had selected. The 
results were uneven and generally unsatisfying for everyone, as the teacher’s 
choices―and the task itself―proved to be too difficult for the students in 
this particular learning context. (Such activities worked well enough for 
the writer when he taught Advanced-Placement English for “gifted and 
talented” seniors at a suburban California high school over two decades 
earlier, but that was then, this is now.)
Happily, a fairly quick return to equilibrium in the classroom was 
made possible by the writer’s timely discovery of  some seminal works 
on storytelling, which, in turn, led to many other titles. The following are 
resources the writer wishes he had had before he started at Nantan. They 
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should be required reading for teachers at any school that values oral 
communication and oral interpretation.
For an understanding of  both the theoretical and the practical aspects 
of  storytelling in the classroom, Wajnryb (2003) and Taylor (2000) are 
indispensable. Both provide a wealth of  activities for storytelling by 
individuals and groups. They also offer persuasive explanations of  why 
and how storytelling is useful in the language classroom. Wajnryb (2003) 
observes that “story-telling is both universal and timeless” (p. 1). Stories are 
central to human experience, from our daily chit-chat to the great literary 
classics. Wajnryb (2003) believes that stories serve teaching and learning 
in general because they are “highly naturalistic means of  teaching,” a 
metaphorical “technology” that is “as old as time” (p. 3). Stories are also 
valuable for the specific teaching of  language, according to Wajnryb (2003), 
in the ways that their forms and formulae provide “comprehensible input” 
(p. 7) and can also be harnessed to such pedagogical goals as “grammar, 
vocabulary, pronunciation, the four macro-skills, and all kinds of  discussion 
about content” (p. 16).
Taylor (2000) makes a case for folktales (traditional stories passed down 
orally) as “exceptionally” well suited to the language classroom: “Their 
frequent repetitions make them excellent for reinforcing new vocabulary 
and grammar. Many have natural rhythmic qualities that are useful for 
working on stress, rhythm, and intonation in pronunciation. And the cultural 
elements of  folktales help both bridge common ground between cultures 
and bring out cultural differences―developing cultural awareness that is 
essential if  we are to learn to think in another language and understand 
the people who speak it” (Taylor, 2000, p. 3). Folktales, then, are good for 
the language classroom because of  the ways they stimulate good linguistic 
activity and promote thinking about culture.
Taylor (2000) identifies several other virtues of  folktales: Because they 
began as oral stories, they are easier to understand and remember than 
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other literary forms. Since they often appear in books for children, they are 
good for students with limited vocabulary. As they exist in many editions 
with varying levels of  difficulty, they are useful in multi-level classrooms. 
Folktales are good for developing cognitive and academic skills because the 
different versions of  folktales (e.g., the hundreds of  cultural variations on 
Cinderella) provide opportunities for comparison, contrast, and evaluation, 
and because they are subject to analysis, inference drawing, discovery of  
underlying structures, and interpretation. Folktales also fit into the growing 
trends of  content-based instruction and “communicative approaches that 
focus on teaching language while communicating meaning.” They are 
suitable not only for study as literature but also for analysis through the 
disciplines of  sociology, history, religion, and anthropology. Finally, they 
are excellent ways of  addressing the four macro-skills of  reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening (Taylor, 2000, pp. 3―4).
Both Wajnryb (2003) and Taylor (2000) present a vast array of  
imaginative storytelling activities, solid advice on how to make them work in 
the classroom, and rich bibliographies containing further resources, a few of  
which deserve at least a brief  mention: Lipman (1999) gives advice for telling 
stories more effectively in the classroom, the theater, and the business world. 
He treats such matters as voice control and non-verbal communication, as 
well as such psychological issues as the use of  mental images in storytelling 
and the complex dynamic of  the teller’s overlapping relationships to the 
story, to the listeners, and to herself  (effectively, the “Story Triangle”). He 
observes that there is no “right way” to tell stories, only locally preferred 
styles. Lipman advises storytellers to decide what they consider the “most 
important thing” in the story (which, not surprisingly, is called the “MIT”). 
This suggestion was particularly helpful to the writer’s students in getting 
started with their projects. An earlier book (Lipman, 1995) has sound advice 
for teachers or coaches of  anyone who wants to learn to tell stories well.
Rich and varied collections of  “tellable” stories can be found in 
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MacDonald (2004), (2005), and (2007). These books by the prolific folklorist 
Dr. Margaret Read MacDonald contain hundreds of  stories that she has 
gathered and told in her world travels and with which she has enchanted 
audiences of  children numbering in the tens of  thousands in Seattle, 
Washington, where she served as a librarian for many years. MacDonald says 
she compiled these stories that take only three to five minutes to tell because 
they are easy to remember when needed suddenly and they are easy to teach 
others to tell (MacDonald, 2004, p. 9). The stories come from all over the 
world, including several from Japan. In MacDonald (1993), over a hundred 
pages of  valuable advice for storytellers precedes a dozen folktales from 
around the world.
Notable books with similar content―many great tips for beginning 
storytellers, well-chosen world folktales for easy telling, and further 
classroom activities―are Hamilton & Weiss (1999), Maguire (1985), and 
Morgan & Rinvolucri (1983). For thoughtful commentaries on several of  
the above-mentioned books and on some others not included here, Croker 
(2002a) is an excellent source. Always ahead of  the rest of  us, Dr. Croker 
invariably proves an inspiring guide to what is current and best in EFL 
theory and practice. In fact, he does just that in Croker (2002b), giving 
elaborate instructions on ways to have students internalise storytelling 
language by sharing stories in frequently-changing pairs.
In concluding this “literature review” of  storytelling resources, another 
perceptive commentator on the power of  stories deserves mentioning, the 
eminent Harvard psychologist, Dr. Jerome Bruner. While not specifically 
concerned with EFL learning, Bruner (2002) nonetheless illuminates ways 
in which the wide spectrum of  stories serves many human needs, including 
pedagogical ones. Bruner insists that stories help us not only to make sense 
of  our daily experience but also to define who we are, and, as it were, 
“construct” ourselves in the many forms―individual, linguistic, and cultural, 
among others―that identity takes. Bruner’s mediations on the transformative 
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power of  stories in law, literature, and life teem with illuminating insights. 
One in particular that might help students with storytelling is Aristotle’s 
peripeteia, the point of  sudden change or “turning” in the narratives that are 
found not only in literature but also in daily and professional life, whenever 
a sequence of  events is transformed into a story. (Peripeteia is comparable 
in modern rhetoric to Kenneth Burke’s “Trouble,” literally with a capital T., 
which sends all the other elements of  a situation into disequilibrium and 
thereby provokes a story, as noted in Bruner, 2002, p. 34.) Bruner invites 
us to join him in wondering why we impose Euclidean geometry on eighth 
graders but “never breathe a word” to them about the more instructive 
insights that Aristotle has to offer on narrative (Bruner, 2002, p. 5).
Methods
Early experiments with storytelling in the writer’s Nantan classes involved 
activities from Wajnryb (2003), particularly “Every Name Tells a Story,” (pp. 
167―173) in which students told each other about the history and meaning 
of  their own names. (This activity was not without problems, as some 
people are sensitive about their names, and the assignment will need revision 
before any future use.) A more successful activity made use of  stories in or 
similar to those in the “Story Bank” (pp. 209―232). Students combined story 
lines and characters from different fairytales and folktales to produce what 
we called “Twisted Tales,” often with amusing results.
“Twisted Tales” and most subsequent storytelling activities were 
supported with a handout called “Story Circle,”  (Fig. 1, Fig. 2), which 
consists of  a large circle divided into quadrants. In preparing to tell their 
stories, students write notes and draw pictures in the first quadrant of  the 
“Story Circle” to represent the story’s beginning; in the second and third 
quadrants, to show the initial and later complications (where Aristotle’s 
peripeteia may be found); and, in the two divisions of  the fourth quadrant, 
to represent the climax and the dénouement. Using the “Story Circle” in 
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this way, students structure their storytelling into mnemonic segments with 
words and pictures in each segment that aid the tellers in relating the stories 
and help their listeners with visual support while the story is being told. 
In this and many other storytelling assignments, virtually all students were 
able to generate words and pictures very quickly on their “Story Circles,” 
suggesting that students have a considerable reserve of  stories―including a 
general sense of  story―already held deeply in memory and ready to bring out 
when prompted in such assignments as this. (“Story Circle” was developed 
jointly by the writer and Dr. Izumi Dryden and is further discussed below.)
A major storytelling project that ran for several weeks was undertaken in 
the writer’s second year at Nantan, in two high-ability level second-year oral 
communication classes with an average of  twenty-five students in each class. 
Students were asked to work in their regular groups of  four students, select 
a folktale or fairytale of  their choice, and enact it for the class. The groups’ 
choices ranged from such Japanese folktales as “Kintaro” and “Momotaro” 
to such Western fairytales as “Cinderella,” “Snow White,” “Little Red Riding 
Hood,” and “The Little Mermaid.” Students knew the Western fairytales 
largely through the Disney versions, and, in fact, the performing scripts 
for many groups were adapted from Disney picture books. (In other cases, 
scripts came from more traditional versions found in books or online.)
The process of  their productions engaged the students in both thought 
and action. As noted earlier, Lipman’s (1999) advice to determine the MIT 
(most important thing) of  the story helped students early in their search for 
an interpretation, as did the “Story Circle.” Early in the process, students 
watched an eight-minute video of  an exemplary prize-winning performance 
of  “Cinderella” by four advanced reading students from Nantan (Matsuoka, 
Matsushima, Mizuno, & Yamashita, 2008), at the 2008 Siren Cup regional 
invitational oral interpretation festival held on the Nanzan Junior College 
campus in March. In this highly polished production, the four performers 
displayed skillful stage movement and voice work, maintained effective 
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eye contact with the audience and with each other, hummed familiar 
melodies from the Disney version of  the story, and, in short, embodied 
good storytelling itself. It was a dazzling ensemble performance that set a 
very high standard for students at the festival and, through the video, for 
everyone in the writer’s classrooms.
As groups rehearsed, they used a self-evaluation guide from the teacher 
with performance criteria (emphasizing the use of  voice and eye contact) 
to gauge their own progress. Some groups made stick puppets and story 
backdrops on large sheets of  paper. One set of  stick puppets consisted of  
beautifully hand-drawn images of  the characters from Cinderella, modeled 
after the Disney animated version. Many other groups used hand puppets, 
toy animals, costumes, hats, disguises, and other props from the teacher’s 
own collection.
Results and Discussion
In follow-up surveys, student responses were generally positive about the 
process of  preparing and performing the folktales. The positive ratings and 
written comments seemed reasonably consistent with the class atmosphere 
of  “serious fun” that the teacher had observed as the students rehearsed and 
performed. Every student surveyed gave a positive answer to the question, 
“Do you think that working on the storytelling project helped improve 
your English?” Students were asked to be specific about why, but they were 
not prompted with examples. Many students, on their own, said that the 
project had helped improve their “pronunciation,” “performance skills,” 
and “fluency.” A number commented that after memorizing their lines 
they discovered they could speak “long sentences fluently.” Many students 
remarked on the “new vocabulary” they had learned, giving such examples 
as “warrior,” “ogre,” “wrestle,” “triumph,” “hooray,” and “splendid,” that 
arose naturally from heroic quest stories like “Momotaro” and “Kintaro.” 
Overall, the comments suggested that students felt the storytelling project 
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had stretched them in ways that were good for them (or, at least, in ways 
that were not harmful).
When criticism occurred, it was invariably expressed as self-deprecation, 
e.g., “I didn’t enjoy performing because I was shy, but I overcame it,” or “I 
felt bad because I forgot some of  my lines.” Many students commented 
that it was difficult or uncomfortable to try to make eye contact with the 
audience, which suggests to the writer that next time he should provide 
better guidance on how to deliver lines without being tied too closely to 
scripts.
Most students reported spending time outside of  class rehearsing their 
parts and making props. Many students estimated that they spent as much 
as three to six hours outside of  class on the project. As such work had not 
been formally assigned by the teacher, it was interesting to see students 
assign it to themselves.
All of  the storytelling performances (six or seven in each of  the two 
classes) were videotaped by the teacher. A DVD was mastered for each 
class, from which copies were made on the school’s high-speed dubbing 
equipment, so that each student received a disc with all of  the performances 
in her class. The DVD serves as a permanent record of  the students’ 
achievements, to be sure, but it is also a tool for further learning and 
reflection. Groups watched their own performances on the classroom 
television for self-evaluation, noting what they did well and how they could 
improve. They will watch and critique themselves again before the next 
assignment of  this kind, with the goal of  giving even better performances in 
subsequent storytelling activities.
In future assignments, students may choose from the folktales contained 
in the many resource books mentioned above in the “literature review” 
of  “Background and Research.” From these books, many storytelling 
suggestions can be distilled into guidelines and other kinds of  scaffolding 
for the students. Activities that involve telling stories about one’s own 
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experience, rather than folktales, may be drawn from Wajnryb (2003) and 
from Coulson & Jones (2008), with the aim of  engaging the students in 
more natural chit-chat and community building in the classroom. For 
analysis of  student involvement in “casual conversation,” Eggins and Slade 
(1997) will be valuable.
Extensive Reading: Literacy in the Classroom and Beyond
Background and Research
During his first two years at Nanzan Junior College, the writer was surprised 
to learn from virtually all of  his students, both first-year and second-year, 
that they were unaware of  the collections of  graded readers in the college 
library and the English department office. Accordingly, the writer took his 
classes to see the collections and helped them start borrowing books. In 
addition, the writer organised a personal collection of  about three hundred 
hardback and paperback books for children and young adults, picture books 
and short fiction, all written for native speakers of  English. Thanks to the 
Nanzan Junior College librarians for their generous loan of  a metal library 
cart, many of  the books in this private collection can be wheeled easily into 
class. The overflow, in such categories as English-language manga and graded 
readers, are contained in plastic bins that can be brought to class on another 
cart.
Highlights of  the practical and theoretical literature on extensive reading 
are presented here. One of  the most eloquent voices in this literature is 
Dr. Rob Waring of  Notre Dame Seishin University, a tireless evangelist for 
extensive reading in Japan. The title to his article, “Why Extensive Reading 
Should Be an Indispensable Part of  All Language Programs,” (Waring, 
2006), leaves little doubt about his position. Waring begins by separating 
“learning to use language” from “studying about language.” Learning to 
use language means fluency in communicative events and also in reading 
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and listening without “getting bogged down” with the language features (p. 
44). Studying about language involves knowledge of  grammar, vocabulary, 
pronunciation, etc., the sort of  matters that textbooks normally introduce 
but rarely recycle.
In order to develop fluency for language use, however, students must 
overcome “the tendency to forget” that is part of  human cognition, 
according to Dr. Paul Nation in his landmark study of  L2 vocabulary 
learning (Nation, 2001). Consequently, students must typically encounter a 
new word, collocation, or verb form 10―30 times before it sticks, a virtual 
impossibility through course textbooks and intensive reading activities. 
Waring (2006) asks how learners can develop their language fluency if  they 
do not have time to learn consciously even the 2,000 basic word families 
that make up 85 to 95 percent of  general texts, let alone all their nuances 
and shades of  meaning (p. 45).
The solution, Waring believes, is to be found in graded readers and 
extensive reading, which, along with extensive listening, “are primarily 
about meaning.” The aim for students, Waring says, “is to read, or listen to, 
massive amounts of  comprehensible language within one’s comfort zone 
with the aim being to build fluency. Reading fluently allows learners to 
read a lot of  language which provides opportunities to notice and pick up 
more knowledge about language features that the course books can only 
introduce” (Waring, 2006, p. 46). Graded readers are especially good for 
these purposes because they have controlled vocabulary at fixed and clearly 
indicated levels, and they are edited so as to recycle words and collocations 
frequently. With graded readers, students can easily select appropriate 
reading material; they can also thereby avoid books with impossibly high 
vocabulary that would send them to the dictionary for every other word, 
bogging them down in so much decoding that reading could not occur.
Programs that do not provide students with the time and the means for 
sustained silent reading of  materials at their level of  comfort are, according 
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to Waring, holding students back. They do not allow students “to meet the 
language often enough to pick up a sense of  how the language fits together 
and consolidate what they know,” and there simply is not enough time in the 
academic calendar for such things to be taught directly (Waring, 2006, pp. 
46―47). All of  this may help explain why, after so many years of  studying 
English through textbooks, many Japanese students still have trouble making 
even simple sentences (Waring, 2006, p. 47).
For teachers and schools seeking guidance in setting up extensive 
reading programs, many helpful resources exist, starting with Waring 
(n.d.), downloadable from the website of  Oxford University Press. There 
is also an extensive body of  collaborative work by Dr. Richard R. Day of  
the University of  Hawaii and Dr. Julian Bamford of  Bunkyo University. 
Day & Bamford (1998) deals with the rationale and logistics of  extensive 
reading programs. Day & Bamford (2002) features “the top ten principles 
for teaching extensive reading,” downloadable from the University of  
Hawaii website. More recently, Bamford & Day (2004) contains essays by 
many notable experts on such topics as starting, motivating, supporting, 
monitoring, and evaluating extensive reading programs. The essays are 
followed by dozens of  activities for students that include oral book reports, 
drama and role play, written reports, creative writing, and reading skills 
development. Very recently, the Japan Association for Language Teaching 
(JALT) launched a new special interest group (SIG) dedicated to extensive 
reading. In its first online issue, downloadable from the SIG website, Waring 
(2008) repeats many of  his above-mentioned themes in a discussion of  the 
related subject of  extensive listening. Stewart, et al., (2008) serves as a forum 
on extensive reading, with contributions from such “giants” as Daniel 
Stewart, Julian Bamford, Richard Day, David Hill, Stephen Krashen, and 
Rob Waring.
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Methods
The main purposes and benefits of  extensive reading for students are 
summarized below. They are based on the ideas of  Waring and others and 
are contained in a handout which this writer prepared for his own Nantan 
students, in hopes of  persuading them that extensive reading might help 
them develop fluency in using English:
I. Why should you do extensive reading in oral communication / 
writing classes?
・Good speakers and writers are nearly always good readers:
They read widely and deeply, for many purposes, including fun.
・To produce good English, you must get good language into your 
head and your heart.
It has to go in before it comes out.
・Extensive reading gives you large amounts of  English.
And you get this in ways that are fun and fairly easy.
II. How do you read “extensively”?
・Choose English books and magazines that are fun and easy to 
read.
If  it’s not fun and easy, stop reading it and choose something else.
・Read as much as you can as fast as you can.
If  you have to check the dictionary for more than three or four words 
on a page, it’s too hard. Choose something easier.
III. What are the benefits of  extensive reading?
・You get exposed to huge amounts of  English vocabulary and 
grammar.
・You improve your reading speed and fluency must faster than you can 
through textbooks.
・You improve your English speaking ability by increasing your base of  
vocabulary and grammar.
・You improve your overall English, which will help raise your TOEIC 
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score.
・You learn English naturally, in ways that native speakers do.
・You develop good reading habits for life-long English learning.
In short, the handout reminds students that extensive reading should be 
quick, easy, and fun; it explains that this kind of  reading improves language 
ability through massive and repeated exposure to English grammar and 
vocabulary. It also claims that among the rewards of  extensive reading are 
increased reading fluency, enriched general English, raised TOEIC scores, 
and the formation of  good learning habits. In response, most students 
seemed sufficiently persuaded to participate, some of  them remarkably so.
Students were asked to log eight hours (less than ten minutes a day) 
during the semester with graded readers from the college and department 
libraries and/or with materials from the teacher’s collection. (The teacher’s 
collection consists of  books written chiefly for native speakers of  English―
children’s picture books, easy readers, young-adult paperbacks, and a 
large selection of  comic books in English, from retold literary classics to 
translations of  original Japanese manga by Tezuka Osamu and others.) For 
credit, students kept a record of  the titles and the time spent on them. They 
also completed mini-reports on four of  the books they finished, giving the 
author, title, and main characters, and then briefly telling 1) what happened 
in the story and 2) how the story impressed them. It is generally best not 
to ask the students to write too much, as the focus of  the assignment is 
not writing. A few sentences in response to the above prompts are usually 
enough to tell whether the student has done the reading and given it much 
thought.
Results and Discussion
Four oral communication classes were involved in the extensive reading 
project in the writer’s second year at Nantan: two were first-year, and two 
were second-year. Each class averaged twenty-five students, which meant 
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that altogether about one hundred students took part. Not all students 
reached the goal of  eight hours of  reading for the semester, but over half  
did, and a surprising number exceeded it with records of  up to 30 hours. 
(These high-achievers tended to be students who were already avid readers 
or who had lived overseas for some years, one of  whom was comfortable 
reading Harry Potter in the original English.)
As in the survey for the storytelling project, the written responses to 
the reading project revealed the students’ general satisfaction with extensive 
reading. Every respondent agreed that extensive reading had helped improve 
her English, and, once again, without being prompted with samples, 
students gave very specific reasons why. Many said that graded readers were 
easy to read and understand and made them feel comfortable generally with 
reading in English. Many also said that graded readers helped them learn 
and remember new words and idioms which appeared frequently in the text. 
Several students commented that graded readers, with well-defined levels of  
controlled vocabulary, made it easy to find books at a comfortable reading 
level. (Some adult students in the Nanzan Community College also had 
good words for graded readers, noting with satisfaction that they could read 
an entire English reader without having to look up very many words.)
As for the teacher’s collection of  books for young native speakers, it was 
clear that the “uncontrolled” vocabulary made at least some of  these books 
less approachable for some students, as predicted by Waring (2008). Second-
year students were more inclined than first-year students to sample the 
classroom library, but a good number of  first-year students did read some 
books from the collection or at least inspected the picture books in class 
and described them in their surveys as “cute.” Charmingly, some students 
commented that the “pretty picture books” allowed them to “study and 
learn pleasantly.” Others praised such books for native-speaking children as 
enjoyable sources of  “foreign atmosphere.”
Comic books in EFL are a special subcategory on which a number 
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of  students chose to comment. One student said she was moved by the 
illustrated picture-book version of  King Lear. Several students who read 
English translations of  Japanese manga―as well as Japanese children’s books, 
also in translation―said that they could negotiate the English more easily 
because they already knew the stories from their childhood. At least one 
student expressed a fondness for The Simpsons comic book series, a spin-
off  of  the long-running animated television show that offers entertainingly 
sharp satiric views of  American social life. This particular student said she 
had “loved The Simpsons since childhood,” a good part of  which, I suspect, 
must have been spent overseas. (Not surprisingly, other students confessed 
that they found The Simpsons culturally and linguistically impenetrable.)
The place of  comic books in EFL has, in fact, enjoyed a respectable 
critical reception among language experts. In Norton (2006), the 
distinguished Canadian scholar, Dr. Bonny Norton, speaks well of  comic 
books as one kind of  motivational reading for EFL students. She notes that 
Dr. Stephen Krashen, who has done so much for EFL theory and practice, 
praises comic books as a form of  light reading that provides incentives for 
young people to read, offering comprehensible language input from popular 
culture sources that young readers consider fun (Krashen, 1993). For this 
purpose, Krashen (1993) specifically recommends Archie comics, a series 
that is highly popular with pre-adolescent readers in North American and 
elsewhere around the world. The Archie comics series humorously represents 
the social relations of  high-school boys and girls and predates The Simpsons 
by many decades.
Norton (2006) reports that many young readers have told her in 
interviews that their parents and teachers dismiss such reading matter as 
Archie comics as “garbage” and “a waste of  time.” Consequently, Norton 
says, many young people have developed a bifurcated view of  reading: 
real reading and fun reading. “Real reading, in their view, was reading that the 
teacher prescribed; it was educational ; it was challenging ; but it was seldom 
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fun. The reading of  Archie comics was fun because readers could construct 
meaning, make hypotheses, and predict future developments without trying 
to second-guess the teacher” (Norton, 2006, p. 16).
As it happens, the writer’s classroom library contains a number of  Archie 
comics. By using such resources as comic books, picture books, and graded 
readers with strong visuals to support meaning, students may come to feel 
that “fun reading” can also be “educational” and “challenging,” particularly 
if  it helps them improve their English fluency. Ideally, the issue of  “trying to 
second-guess the teacher” will not even cross their minds.
Returning to the student survey, a good number of  students said that 
as a result of  their experience with extensive reading, they felt “more 
confident” in reading in English. Some said they had “formed a habit” 
of  extensive reading in English and intended to continue with it. In such 
surveys, there is always the possibility, of  course, that students are saying 
what they think the teacher would like to hear, but at least the overall tone 
of  the students’ comments on the survey did not suggest any undercurrents 
of  dissatisfaction.
The teacher asked students to bring their reading books to class, initially 
to have a back-up activity in reserve. Before long, he discovered that there 
are great benefits in having students start to read silently from the time 
they take their seats in the classroom until after roll is taken. By settling 
immediately into their reading books, students start using the target language 
even before class begins. Moreover, in this way classes quiet down quickly, 
without any encouragement from the teacher―a refreshing change from 
the typically noisy L1 chit-chat that otherwise fills most classrooms before 
instruction starts.
One final note: In many new series of  graded readers, books now often 
contain one or more CDs in which a professional voice actor reads the 
entire text aloud. This means that students can obtain comprehensible input 
in three different media at once: the printed word, the spoken word, and 
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supporting visuals. It would seem that the line between extensive reading 
and extensive listening has started to blur, which may be a good way to lead 
into the next topic.
Extensive Listening: Films for Auditory Challenges and for Visual and 
Cultural Literacy in the Classroom and Beyond
Background and Research
In his first year at Nanzan Junior College, the writer piloted an extensive 
listening program in a first-year advanced listening class. Eventually, close 
to a hundred videotapes in the VHS format shared by the USA and Japan 
were made available to students. These were mainly romantic comedies, 
light comedies, animation, and dramas―genres in which students expressed 
interest. Students borrowed videotapes and earned credit by completing 
mini-reports for each film. In the second year, as discussed below in 
“Methods,” a much larger library of  DVDs was introduced to address some 
shortcomings of  the original collection of  VHS tapes.
It is not surprising that students want to watch films in English because 
movies are entertaining and, for that reason, they are intrinsically motivating. 
Scholarship supports this common-sense view of  the benefits to language 
learners of  watching films in and outside of  language classes, although a 
few caveats are in order, as will be discussed a bit later. Stempleski & Tomalin 
(1990) is a classic resource on video for the language classroom that remains 
timely. In it, Dr. Susan Stempleski of  Hunter College, New York, and Barry 
Tomalin of  BBC English, London, contend that films support language 
learning in four main ways: 1) motivation, through the inherent power 
of  moving images; 2) speech communication, through models of  speech 
patterns and dialects; 3) non-verbal communication, through “gestures, 
expression, posture, dress, and surrounding,” that convey as much or more 
meaning than words do; and 4) cross-cultural comparison, through views 
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(albeit fictional ones) into other cultures, times, and places (pp. 3―4). As 
a guide for teachers, Stempleski & Tomalin (1990) offers many “recipes” 
for engaging language students with video-based media, including films, 
television, and commercials.
While supporting Stempleski & Tomalin (1990) on the value of  
popular films for language learning, two other EFL experts express a few 
reservations. Waring (2008) observes that the key to success in extensive 
listening (EL) is “that listening be at the right level.” As Waring explains, 
“because the aim of  EL is to build listening fluency (speed of  recognition 
of  words and grammar),” if  the listening text is too hard, students will 
become “frustrated that they cannot listen smoothly.” Only by listening 
smoothly can students build “automatic recognition of  language,” and only 
when students can “recognize words and grammar quickly and smoothly” 
can they “process it quickly and thus enjoy it painlessly” (Waring, 2008, p. 8). 
Waring estimates that students must be able to recognize at least 90 percent 
of  what they are listening to, or they simply will not be able to process it or 
grow from it, and they certainly will not enjoy it.
This means, in effect, that for the vast majority of  Japanese students, 
authentic materials in which native speakers of  English are speaking at a 
“normal” rate (as in films and radio broadcasts) will not be appropriate 
because, for most students, recognition of  words and grammar will not 
be quick and smooth, and frustration will quickly set in. The writer fully 
understands what Waring is saying and agrees with it. The writer, however, 
happens to be in one of  those rare, exceptional (and extremely fortunate) 
positions in which his advanced listening students not only request English-
language films but seem to thrive on them, as will be discussed below a bit 
later.
Another caveat about the use of  films in EFL classes needs to be 
acknowledged. Norton (2006) observes that films have become “a powerful 
and popular way in which international students experience the English-
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speaking world” (p. 17). While it is true that popular American films may 
promote international students’ understanding of  life and culture in North 
America, it is also possible that such films might also “essentialize” North 
American culture. Students may over-generalize from a single example, or 
they may misconstrue satirical stereotypes as sociologically reliable portraits, 
or they may fall into many other such traps. As a corrective, Norton (2006) 
recommends a curriculum that “invites students to question cinematic 
assumptions about the essential quality of  a culture, not only in North 
America but in the wider international community” (p. 17).
Methods
In the first year of  the extensive listening project, a number of  logistical 
problems arose: 1) Even with roughly a hundred videotapes, there were not 
enough titles or variety for a class of  over fifty students; 2) some students 
had only DVD players, not videotape players, at home; and 3) the teacher’s 
large collection of  DVDs in the Region 1 (US) format would not play on 
the students’ or the school’s Region 2 (Japan) DVD players.
A solution to all three logistical problems was reached before the writer’s 
second year at Nantan when he discovered how to buy inexpensive region-
free DVD players on the Internet. Over a dozen of  these players were 
purchased for approximately ¥4,000 apiece, and kenkyuhi was used to cover 
some of  the expense. The players were put into protective tote bags and 
were issued to groups of  students in the second-year advanced listening 
class. The writer catalogued approximately 250 DVDs from his personal 
collection into five major genres: animation, comedy, drama, musicals, and 
romantic comedy. These were labeled by genre, organised alphabetically 
within genres, and placed in a tall revolving rack that is wheeled into class 
each week on a dedicated pushcart. Individual students check out discs of  
their choice and share a region-free player with four or five other members 
of  their group.
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As in the follow-up activity for extensive reading, students who have 
watched films for extensive listening complete mini-reports in which they 
give the title, director, and stars, and then briefly tell 1) what happened in 
the film and 2) how the story impressed them. As with extensive reading, 
it is generally wise not to ask the students to write too much, as the focus 
of  the assignment is not writing. A few sentences are usually enough to tell 
whether the student has watched and reflected on the film.
Films in the collection were selected on the basis of  their likely appeal 
to young undergraduate women, and, consequently, romantic comedies 
and Disney films comprise a large number of  the titles. Films rated at or 
below PG―13 are generally free of  anything truly objectionable, but teacher 
discretion is still sometimes advised.
Results and Discussion
The writer was gratified that students made good use of  the collection 
and, in the survey, clearly expressed their appreciation of  the efforts taken 
to provide DVD players and a diverse collection of  films. Each student 
watched, on average, about five films during the semester, although there 
was a low of  only two films and a high of  seventeen. Some students said 
they were often too busy to watch films when they wanted to, but that 
they enjoyed times when it was possible to get together with other group 
members or friends and watch a film together.
The writer was also impressed to discover that in the students’ 
comments, expressing view which tended to be shared in good numbers, 
the students effectively anticipated the main points of  a recent article on 
the value of  films in EFL classes (Lowe, 2008). Mark Lowe, an international 
educator and teacher trainer, offers advice based on his many years of  
experience in using the best available British films to support language 
learning. “First,” Lowe says, “films provide examples of  language used in 
context” (p. 23). Students wrote that they enjoyed the love interests and 
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music in such films as Bride and Prejudice and the action, humor, and romance 
in She’s the Man, both of  which, incidentally, are modern retellings of  British 
literary classics.
“Second,” Lowe observes, “films provide input of  vocabulary, idioms, 
collocations and grammar in use. In other words, they are an excellent 
source for the words and phrases that students need to build into their 
language store” (p. 23). Students commented in numbers remarkably large 
for a survey (over fifteen nearly identical responses in a class of  about forty), 
that film viewing had improved their English by helping them learn “many 
new expressions and new vocabulary.”
“Next,” Lowe notes, “films provide a window into new cultures” (p. 
24), and several students said they enjoyed learning about foreign cultures: 
contemporary America schooling in She’s the Man and Mean Girls, and 
American family life in Freaky Friday; Shakespeare’s world in Shakespeare in 
Love and Twelfth Night ; and pre-revolutionary France in Marie Antoinette.
Another use of  films, according to Lowe, is “to help students understand 
and distinguish between different accents” (p. 24). As if  on cue, students 
said they appreciated getting to listen to “natural English” in the form of  
such regional and social dialects as Cockney, RP English, and many other 
dialects in between, as represented in such films as My Fair Lady.
“Films can help students to improve their diction,” Lowe observes (p. 
24), seconded by students who said they loved to listen to the “beautiful 
English” spoken by some of  the finest actors at work today. Occasionally 
the teacher overheard some of  these students mimicking the voices of  film 
actors, sometimes with remarkable accuracy.
Lowe also contends that “the more films students see, the better their 
English gets” (p. 25). Many students made comments to this effect, saying, 
for example, “My ears are getting used to hearing English because I can 
see people speaking.” Another said, “I am learning English while I enjoy 
watching films. It is not a bother to watch films. I want to continue.” Still 
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another said, “I prefer movies to books. It’s the best way to study.” Other 
students remarked that while English subtitles helped them, they were 
pleased to see that they did not always need them to understand what was 
being said.
Lowe (2008) reminds us of  just why films work so well with students 
who are ready to watch and listen and learn from them: “We not only hear 
language exchanges, but we also see the situations in which they occur, and 
the gestures, facial expressions and emotional messages that accompany the 
language. Language comes alive” ( p. 23). It would seem that many students 
have a similar understanding of  the power of  film images and sounds to 
bring English to life for them, as a large number of  students have expressed 
their desire to continue watching films to improve their English next 
semester and beyond.
Evaluating and Selecting Activities and Methodology:
Finding What’s Appropriate and What Works ―
A Search for Valid Criteria and Solid Ground
When trying to understand the state of  contemporary language learning and 
teaching, a search for perspective is in order. Wajnryb (2003) makes the very 
sensible observation that “the process of  second language acquisition, as far 
as disciplines of  knowledge are concerned, is as yet in its infancy. The jury 
is still out on what accounts for second language learning, though we have 
had no shortage of  ‘designer methods’ or theories about how languages are 
learned” (p. 6). For now, Wajnryb concedes, the best we may be able to do is 
to come up with “some sense of  what conditions we consider conducive to 
the process of  learning a language” (p. 6).
To this end, Wajnryb offers a model (Willis, 1996) that, unlike prevalent 
teacher-centered theories, puts learning at center stage; instruction may 
be desirable, but it is not required. In this vision of  language learning, 
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Wajnryb says, “what is essential is that the learner has exposure to accessible 
language, has opportunity to use language, and has the motivation to learn” 
(p. 6). The three activities considered in the present article―storytelling, 
extensive reading, and extensive listening―would seem meet these conditions 
for language learning. While a teacher may be needed in early stages to 
provide resources and clarify tasks, learners can and should proceed with the 
three activities pretty much under their own direction.
As the present article has explored in its earlier sections, storytelling, 
extensive reading, and extensive listening expose learners to language 
through “comprehensible input” from appropriate texts. These activities 
furnish opportunities to use language by exchanging meanings in response 
to “texts” found in orally-told folktales and legends as well as in stories 
from ordinary (and sometimes extraordinary) personal experience; in graded 
readers, picture books, comic books, classics for children and young adults, 
and similar works in print; and in a wide variety of  motion pictures, classic 
and contemporary. All three activities stimulate “motivation to learn” by the 
inherent power of  well-told stories to draw us in, of  high-interest reading to 
carry us away, of  the magic of  films to conjure images, and by the power of  
all three to captivate us and, as it were, “on [our] imaginary forces work.”
What Is Communicative Language Teaching?
The term “comprehensible input” found in the previous paragraph 
resonates throughout many sources that are cited in this article; indeed, 
the phrase seems ubiquitous in the literature of  language learning. It is also 
inextricably connected with Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), a 
model of  language learning which provokes considerably more controversy 
than does Willis’s model above, possibly because CLT is better known or 
perhaps because it is more widely misunderstood. Many language educators 
today use the term “communicative” rather freely, and some without taking 
much trouble to explain what they mean by it.
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For a good comprehensive description of  communication language 
teaching, we are fortunate to have the benefit of  the labors of  a 
distinguished research group at the University of  South Queensland, 
Mangubhai, Marland, Dashwood, & Son (2005). The authors sought 
to compare classroom teachers’ conceptions of  CLT with a composite 
model of  CLT assembled, in part, from researchers’ accounts of  CLT’s 
distinctive features. The appendix of  their article lists these features in detail 
(Mangubhai, Marland, Dashwood, & Son, 2005, pp. 62―66).
There one finds numerous phrases and terms that have come to be 
associated with “communicative” language teaching and learning and with 
“humanistic” education in general as they have evolved internationally 
during the past several decades. Keywords and key phrases from the 
appendix indicate a philosophy of  what is expected of  students, teachers, 
and curriculum in CLT, as given in digest form below:
Goals:
“To develop students’ communicative competence in L2, defined 
as including grammatical, socio-linguistic, discourse and strategic 
competencies,” and “to have students use L2 productively and receptively in 
authentic exchanges.”
Theoretical Assumptions:
“Students should be actively involved in the construction of  meaning.” 
“Learning L2 involves students solving their own problems in interactive 
sessions with peers and teachers.” “Communicative competence is best 
developed in the context of  social interaction.” “Communication among 
class participants should be authentic, i.e., not staged or manipulated by a 
power figure;” “Communication should be stimulated by genuine issues 
and tasks;” “Communication should follow a natural pattern of  discourse 
rather than be predetermined or routine.” “Classroom culture should be 
characterized by teacher＝student tolerance of  learner error. . . . [and] by 
student centredness, i.e., an emphasis on student needs and socio-cultural 
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differences in students’ styles of  learning.” “Risk taking by students should 
be overtly encouraged.” “Emphasis should be placed on meaning-focused 
self-expression rather than language structure.” “Grammar should be 
situated within activities directed at the development of  communicative 
competence rather than being the singular focus of  lessons.” “Resources 
should be linguistically and culturally authentic.” “More attention should 
be given, initially, to fluency and appropriate usage than structured 
correctness.” “Use of  L2 as a medium of  classroom communication should 
be optimized.”
Strategies (methods used with a CLT approach):
Strategies include “role plays, games, small group and paired activities; 
experiences with authentic resources involving speaking, listening, writing 
and reading in L2; tasks requiring the negotiation of  meaning; asking 
questions of  students that require the expression of  opinions and the 
formulation of  reasoned positions.”
Teacher roles:
The teachers is “facilitator of  communication processes; guide rather than 
transmitter of  knowledge; organizer of  resources; analyst of  student needs; 
counsellor＝corrector; group process manager.”
Student roles:
The student is “active participant, asking for information, seeking 
clarification, expressing opinions, debating; negotiator of  meaning; proactive 
team member; monitor of  own thought processes.”
Teacher student relationships:
Teacher/student relations in a CRT class are “friendly,” “co-operative” and 
“informal where possible.”
Normal student behaviours (behaviours that teacher wants students 
to display during lessons):
Students are normally “engaging in autonomous action, defining and solving 
[their] own problems;” involved in “risk taking” and “activity-oriented 
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behaviours;” in “co-operation with peers, teacher;” “using L2 as much as 
possible.”
Teaching skills:
Teachers have “general teaching and management skills; skills in the use of  
technology; ability and commitment to work with community.”
Teacher attributes:
Teachers possess “outgoingness; proficiency in L2 (for non-native speakers); 
proficiency in English (for native speakers of  L2); fascination with L2 and 
its culture (non-native speakers); “teaching experience;” “experience as a 
resident in the L2 culture.”
Special resources (resources needed over and above usual resources in 
classrooms):
CLT classes have “authentic L2 materials; human resources with 
facility in L2 in community; Internet; CALL (Computer Assisted Language 
Learning) resources.”
Principles of  teacher reaction (guidelines used by the teacher in 
reacting to student questions, responses, initiations, etc.)
The teacher “encourages learners to initiate and participate in 
meaningful interaction in L2; supports learner risk taking (e.g., going beyond 
memorized patterns and routine expressions; places minimal emphasis in 
error correction and explicit instruction on language rules; emphasizes 
learner autonomy and choice of  language topic; focuses on learners and 
their needs; encourages student self-assessment of  progress; focuses on 
form as need arises.”
Instructional and nurturant effects:
Teachers have “proficiency in L2;” “greater understanding of  one’s own 
culture and mother tongue” (Mangubhai, Marland, Dashwood, & Son, 2005, 
pp. 62―66).
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CLT and Learning Contexts
Such keywords and phrases as those catalogued above are hallmarks of  
progressive, humanistic movements in education, of  which communicative 
language teaching is one major branch. Many thoughtful educators take 
pride in the improvements in education wrought by these principles during 
the past four or more decades.
There is, however, a very troubling aspect to this inspired and inspiring 
language. An indicator is the frequent use of  “should” in the section on 
“theoretical assumptions,” which is reproduced in the digest above exactly 
as it is found in the original appendix. In fact, this catalog of  the ideal CLT 
teaching and learning dynamic is not so much descriptive as prescriptive: 
“This is how people should teach and how they should learn.”
Such prescriptive language and the assumptions behind it have 
percolated into international academic discourse to such an extent that they 
lend substantial support for the contention, made by Dr. Stephen Bax of  
Canterbury Christ Church University in the UK, that CLT is, effectively, 
an ideology that has gained global hegemony, at least in language teaching. 
Bax identifies “an almost unconscious set of  beliefs,” a rarely-stated set 
of  assumptions held by many teachers, trainers, and material writers about 
the superiority of  CLT in relation to other, less up-to-date, supposedly 
“backward” methods of  language teaching and learning. Bax (2003a) calls 
this “the CLT attitude” and summarizes it in this way:
1. Assume and insist that CLT is the whole and complete solution to lan-
guage learning;
2. Assume that no other method could be any good;
3. Ignore people’s own views of  who they are and what they want;
4. Neglect and ignore all aspects of  the local context as being irrelevant (p. 
280).
CLT, then, is not simply an “approach” to teaching as it is often described; 
it is, in fact, a fully-developed “methodology” with its own values and 
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assumptions, including a sense of  superiority (p. 280).
As Bax sees it, CLT ignores the importance of  particular teaching 
and learning contexts, and especially cultural ones, which can vary widely. 
The main problem of  CLT for Bax is that “by its very emphasis on 
communication, and implicitly on methodology, it relegates and sidelines the 
context in which we teach, and therefore gives out the suggestion that CLT 
will work anywhere―that the methodology is king, and the magic solution 
for all our pupils” (Bax, 2003a, p. 281). For anyone who has attempted 
language activities that worked well in one context and then seen them fail 
utterly in another context, as this writer recalled earlier in this article, it is 
clear that methodology by itself  cannot be counted on to work as advertised 
every time.
As a corrective, Bax proposes what he calls the “Context Approach,” 
which acknowledges that “methodology is not the magic solution for all our 
pupils,” but only one factor in language learning. Not having CLT does not 
make someone “backward”; in fact, other methods and approaches “may be 
equally valid” (Bax, 2003a, p. 281). Bax defines the Context Approach in this 
way:
The first priority is the learning context, and the first step is to identify key 
aspects of  that context before deciding what and how to teach in any given 
class. This will include an understanding of  individual students and their 
learning needs, wants, styles, and strategies―I treat these as key aspects of  
the context―as well as the course book, local conditions, the classroom cul-
ture, school culture, national culture, and so on, as far as is possible at the 
time of  teaching (Bax, 2003a, p. 285).
In his own teaching, the writer has certainly fallen short of  taking into 
account all of  the contexts that Bax identifies above. Throughout this article, 
however, the writer has endeavored to show that his own growing awareness 
of  the particularities in his own teaching contexts has helped him gradually 
to find ways to serve his students better. Seen through the perspective of  
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the writer’s own experience, Bax’s observations make perfect sense.
Bax acknowledges that his thinking about the importance of  context 
in language teaching derives from the evolving work of  several language 
experts, including his colleague at Canterbury Christ Church University, 
Dr. Adrian Holliday. In a pioneering work (Holliday, 1994), the title itself  
frames the issue concisely: Appropriate Methodology and Social Context. Another 
distinguished British academic, however, Dr. Jeremy Harmer, of  Anglia 
Polytechnic University, is less sympathetic to Bax’s position. In a response to 
Bax (2003a), Harmer (2003) downplays the seriousness of  the problems with 
CLT that Bax identifies, insists that the “CLT Attitude” is not as pervasive 
or as influential as Bax claims, and concludes by asserting that in many cases, 
the two strands of  methodology and context “work in a happy symbiosis, 
not in some Darwinian struggle for survival” (p. 292). In a reply to Harmer 
(2003), Bax (2003b) clarifies his position: “In my view, methodology―if  
treated with excessive reverence―can act as a brake on teachers” (p. 295).
Methodology is surely important and valuable, but is can hinder teachers 
and students from developing when it is raised above considerations of  
local conditions and particular contexts. Bax believes that methodology 
and context should properly be combined, but only after context has been 
given more attention than it has received historically, and only after teachers 
are “empowered” to use their own judgment and abilities to analyse their 
teaching contexts productively (Bax, 2003b, pp. 295―296).
Toward Better Methods in Specific Contexts:
Informed Eclectic Pragmatism
One of  the primary reasons that communicative language teaching 
developed at all is that language students have for some time been 
confronted with “uncommunicative” language teaching, unsuited to their 
particular learning needs or abilities, in which they were assigned readings 
and other tasks that were impossibly over their heads. The writer recalls his 
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own frustration as a student in foreign language classes years ago, when the 
material he was asked to process was sometimes truly impenetrable, at least 
for him. (How the writer wishes someone then had given him comic books 
or magazines to read in French and Spanish, things he can manage now and 
would have been glad to work with then, instead of  having to look up every 
third word in the dense textbook readings that were assigned.) And once 
again, the writer’s early misstep in asking Nantan students to enact great 
English poetry without providing sufficient scaffolding also comes to mind. 
In both cases, in “contexts out of  balance,” there was a serious mismatch of  
students, teaching methods, and learning materials. Such “incomprehensible 
input” typically may drive students to utter frustration with the target 
language or else, perhaps even more perversely, sometimes it may cause 
them to adopt an unquestioning acceptance of  the teachers’ interpretations 
and methods because, unfortunately, it is part of  human nature to respect 
something one doesn’t understand.
A way out of  the dilemma created when methods are inappropriately 
applied to contexts is suggested by Bax (2003a), with an endorsement of  
“eclectic” uses of  all kinds of  teaching methods (p. 284). If  there must be 
an “ology” or an “ism,” then let it be “pragmatism”―that is, the deliberate 
selection of  “what works” or what satisfies the needs in particular settings 
and contexts. Sometimes language learning is unconscious, in which case 
the most effective approaches are likely to be those that provide massive 
amounts of  comprehensible input (extensive reading and extensive listening 
among them). Some people call this “acquisition” rather than “learning,” 
but the processes are real enough, regardless of  the labels attached to them. 
Sometimes, however, language learning really does need to be conscious, in 
which case, direct instruction and well-focused activities may be required in 
tradition grammar and vocabulary, drill and practice, etc. And many times, 
it is impossible to separate learning and acquisition, as when students are 
involved in storytelling and need to learn vocabulary and grammar forms 
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and improve their pronunciation, intonation, and body language in order to 
make better sense of  the story for themselves so that they can communicate 
to their audience a fresh interpretation of  the work.
Storytelling, extensive reading, and extensive listening are all sources 
of  “comprehensible input” for English-language learning in the specific 
contexts in which the writer experimented with them. They worked with 
the particular students in the writer’s classes, certainly because the students 
already had enough English to handle the tasks but also possibly because the 
materials offered sufficiently good models of  different types of  discourse, 
spoken and written. These models extended support―scaffolds, if  you 
will―for students to feel successful with English through the experience 
of  “thinking” in the target language by being immersed in it for extended 
periods of  time.
What this article has been arguing implicitly should now be made 
explicit. The wisest approach to selecting activities for students might be 
described as “informed eclecticism,” or, for the full treatment, “informed 
eclectic pragmatism”―that is, a willingness on the part of  the teacher to 
experiment with diverse approaches that are supported by a reasonable body 
of  theory and practice based on research, with the aim of  satisfying the 
needs of  students in specific learning contexts.
Accordingly, in this article the writer has striven to show that the 
three different language learning activities examined here represent good 
practices that are supported by research and are appropriate for students 
in the specific context of  a Japanese women’s college in which English 
oral communication is highly valued. Certainly, many other activities might 
also be found suitable, and the writer intends to investigate them wherever 
possible. Out of  such experiments, such supplemental activities as “Story 
Circle” (Fig. 1, Fig. 2) emerge, and this particular graphic organizer has been 
used now by literally hundreds of  the writer’s students to structure their 
meaning-making with stories and support their own storytelling. As teachers 
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experiment in such ways in specific learning contexts, over time the success 
rate of  matching activities to students is likely to rise.
Nearly any language-learning method or approach has something good 
to recommend it, if  one can just find it. For example, James Moffett, the 
great teacher of  generations of  California teachers, reflects, in Moffett (1973), 
on how an old and often unmotivating activity―memorizing poetry―can be 
revived to energize students and classes: Recalling what the poet Richard 
Wilbur had said once about the value of  memorizing, Moffett observes, “One 
takes the poem to heart, one makes it a part of  oneself, absorbs the sounds 
and rhythms and images, warms to the language, becomes enthralled by the 
incantation. Every professional actor has had this experience, in learning a 
role, of  discovering more and more beauty and meaning in his lines, if  they 
were good, and of  eventually falling in love with them. A couple of  such 
experiences can permanently influence a young person’s feeling about poetry 
and language power” (p. 481).
In such encounters with language, even a foreign language, great 
possibilities for growth open for students, with the potential for great 
gains in language ability and personal development. Such possibilities 
support the idea that students should be exposed to a wide range of  
activities―sometimes, direct learning of  grammar and vocabulary when it is 
appropriate and supports broader aims; other times, free choice of  reading 
and listening that involves little instruction at all; and still other times 
dramatic performances of  imaginative literature with initial guidance from 
the teacher and then self-guidance in groups of  peers.
In fact, variety and balance are essential in learning, just as in dietary 
matters, if  that is not overreaching to state the obvious. Problems arise 
when teachers or programs get stuck in a single method, ideology, or 
“ism,” and students end up suffering from the pedagogical equivalent of  
malnutrition. Ideologues who proclaim with Panglossian certitude that theirs 
is the best of  all possible methods of  language teaching are typically right 
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about only one thing: Their method is best for them. It is not necessarily 
best for the students, who have a wide variety of  learning styles and varying 
strengths in a range of  abilities, often very different from the learning styles 
and cognitive strengths that the teachers themselves possess. These are 
differences that good teachers learn to acknowledge and respect. Students 
should not be forced into a single “system” of  learning because, quite 
simply, people are not all the same.
Moreover, as students, times, and technology continue to change at 
what seems an ever-accelerating rate, teachers must adjust with even more 
dexterity to new and evolving contexts. As Norton (2006) observes:
We need to rethink the very notions of  reading, literacy, and learning. 
The written word, while still important, is only one of  the many 
semiotic modes that language learners encounter in the different 
domains of  their lives. From drama and oral storytelling to television 
and the Internet, language learners in different parts of  the world are 
engaging in diverse ways with multiple texts. The challenge for language 
teachers is to reconceptualise classrooms as semiotic spaces in which 
learners have the opportunity to construct meaning with a wide variety 
of  multimodal texts, including visual, written, spoken, auditory, and 
performative texts. Our research suggests, however, that if  teachers are 
to engage productively with such texts in classrooms, they need to better 
understand the complex investments that language learners have in such 
texts, and the extent to which learner identities are central in meaning-
making (p. 17)
As a way to deal with what might seem an overwhelming convergence 
of  changing contexts, teachers might consider how to find new ways 
of  doing old things, as well as how to find different ways to experiment 
with new things, at least things new for them. Clearly, for students who 
are struggling with identity issues in a world much less stable and far 
more fragmented than the one in which teachers came of  age, teachers 
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must persist in the quest for variety and freshness (including even fresh 
traditionalism) that are needed to stimulate, in the minds and hearts of  their 
students, the four language arts―reading, writing, speaking, and listening―as 
well as a fifth one, imagination, which may be the most important art of  all 
but which rarely receives the attention it deserves. (Einstein, who is famous 
for saying, “Imagination is more important than knowledge,” actually failed 
so many classes that he was expelled from his strict, military-style high 
school in late nineteenth-century Munich. The curriculum and the teachers 
there did not accommodate anyone like him who, even at that age, “saw 
things differently.” Einstein’s visionary imagination eventually sent him far 
beyond the confines of  the high school in which he had experienced such 
humiliating failure. In our time, schools might well be changed to serve 
an increasingly diverse population of  students who require alternatives to 
the usual ways of  learning and who need, perhaps above all, to have their 
imaginations stimulated as well as their intellects.)
Storytelling with folktales, fairytales, and personal experience; extensive 
reading of  graded readers and picture books that are fun and easy but also 
stimulating; and extensive listening through movies that are entertaining and 
visually powerful―all of  these things certainly have the power to engage the 
imagination. As a byproduct of  these three different kinds of  imaginative 
play, students may grow, ideally enough to see themselves not simply as 
language learners but also as language users, both serious and recreational 
users, of  the target language in class, outside the classroom while at school, 
at home, with friends, on the bus or train, or wherever else it may feel 
natural to work in English. Indeed, this might be the ultimate expression of  
language learning “beyond” the classroom.
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Fig. 1　“Story Circle” (used with permission)
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Fig 2　“Story Circle” (used with permission)
